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Chapter 18: Letters 
Joe Bray 
The relationship between real and fictional letters in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries has been the source of much critical debate. Disagreement 
particularly surrounds the extent to which the increasingly popular genre of the 
epistolary novel, which flourished following the publication of Les Lettres 
portugaises in 1669, drew on the practices and techniques of actual correspondence. 
On the one hand are those who see epistolary fiction as developing out of real-life 
letters, with some literary-stylistic additions such as polyphonic point of view. The 
chief proponents of this argument are the authors of the two classic histories of the 
epistolary novel, Godfrey Frank Singer and Robert Adams Day,1 critics of French 
epistolary fiction and its emergence from letter-writing manuals, such as Bernard 
Bray and Laurent Versini,2 DQGZLWKVRPHTXDOLILFDWLRQVZULWHUVRQZRPHQ¶VOHWWHUV
of the period such as Shari Benstock and Linda Kauffman.3 On the other hand are 
those who reject this teleological approach in favour of one that emphasizes the 
functional versatility of the letter in the period, and the difficulty, if not impossibility, 
of drawing a distinction between its real and fictional incarnations. Adherents to this 
view include James How, whose discussion of how the establishment of the Post 
2IILFHLQWKHVRSHQHGXSQHZµHSLVWRODU\VSDFHV¶, applies to letters of all kinds,4 
and Thomas O. Beebee, ZKRVH FRQFHSWLRQ RI WKH OHWWHU µDV D Protean form which 
crystallized social relatioQVKLSV LQ D YDULHW\ RI ZD\V¶ leads him to claim that 
µHSLVWRODU\ ILFWLRQ LV D IXQFWLRQ UDWKHU WKDQD WKLQJ LW DULVHVZKHQ DQRXWVLGH ³UHDO´
reader takes up the positioQ RI WKH ILFWLRQDO DGGUHVVHH¶. As Beebee acknowledges, 
µthis line of argument tends to blur the boundary between real correspondence and 
HSLVWRODU\ILFWLRQ¶.5  
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This debate is brought into sharp relief by the case of Samuel Richardson. As many 
KDYHREVHUYHG5LFKDUGVRQ¶V first novel Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded arose, at least 
in part, from a letter-writing manual he was commissioned to write, which was 
published in 1741 (after Pamela) as Letters Written To and For Particular Friends, 
on the most Important Occasions (commonly known as Familiar Letters). As is well 
known, /HWWHUV &;;;9,,, µ$ )DWKHU WR D 'DXJKWHU LQ 6HUYLFH, on hearing of her 
0DVWHU¶s aWWHPSWLQJ KHU 9LUWXH¶ DQG &;;;,; µ7KH 'DXJKWHU¶V $QVZHU¶ DUH
closely related to the opening of Pamela. Yet the exact nature of this relationship is 
the crux of the debate between the two positions outlined above. In one view the 
model letters designed for real-life occasions provided the raw material which 
Richardson then transformed in his fiction. 6LQJHULGHQWLILHVµWKHJHUPRIPamela¶ in 
Familiar Letters,6 while Day uses evolutionary theory to chart the development of 
5LFKDUGVRQ¶VHSLVWRODU\PHWKRGµ,QSURJUHVVLQJIURPWKHFamiliar Letters to Clarissa 
and to the less intense but even more complex structure of Grandison, he 
recapitulated in his own work all the evolutionary developments of his precursors and 
ZHQWEH\RQGWKHP¶.7 In contrast, for those who emphasize the discursive flexibility of 
the letter in the period, it is harder to GUDZDOLQHEHWZHHQWKHOHWWHUVLQ5LFKDUGVRQ¶V
manual and those in his novels. How, for example, argues that Clarissa is an 
µDEVRUSWLRQ¶RIFamiliar Letters,8 ZKLOH%HHEHHVXJJHVWVWKDWµin offering their letters 
as models to be imitated, manuals and novels both funcWLRQHGLQWHUDFWLYHO\¶, positing 
D µODUJHU feedback-loop between real, model, and fictional letters as they cross-
pollinate and mutually condition each oWKHUWKURXJKWKHFHQWXULHV¶.9  
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The specific stylistic aspects RIWKLVµFURVV-pollinatiRQ¶KDYH rarely been examined in 
detail, however. In the remainder of this chapter I will make a first step towards 
narrowing GRZQMXVWZKDW5LFKDUGVRQ¶VPRGHODQGILFWLRQDOOHWWHUVKDYHLQFRPPRQ
DQG KRZ WKH\ PLJKW µPXWXDOO\ FRQGLWLRQ HDFK RWKHU¶ Without hazarding a line of 
direct influence, I argue that stylistic points of connection offer support for a flexible 
view of the letter in the period. Equally though, I will propose that the novel offered 
Richardson greater possibilities for the expansion of stylistic techniques that are 
present only in glimpses in his letter-writing manual. I thus hope to steer a middle 
ground between those who see fictional letters as a transformational advance on 
model or real-life examples, and those who see the two as interchangeable, arguing 
that a precise demonstration of the creative potential of both 5LFKDUGVRQ¶V fictional 
and his non-fictional letters must also allow for the fact that as a genre the novel 
allowed him a fuller range of expressive possibilities than the manual. 
 
The style of Familiar Letters has tended to receive only passing attention. In her study 
RI5LFKDUGVRQ¶VZRUN DQG'HIRH¶VThe Complete English Tradesman (1725), which 
together, she FODLPV µODLG WKH HVVHQWLDO IRXQGDWLRQ IRU WUDQVIRUPLQJ FROOHFWLRQV RI
epistleV LQWR WKH HSLVWRODU\ QRYHO¶ 9LFWRULD 0\HUV FRQFHQWUDWHV RQ HDFK ZULWHU¶V
µPRUDOFRQFHUQV¶, arguing WKDW5LFKDUGVRQµIRXQGWKHIDPLOLDUOHWWHUDQDWWUDFWLYHORFXV
for negotiating the reformation of the public sphere, and continued that task in the 
HSLVWRODU\QRYHO¶.10 She does, however, pay welcome attention to the ways in which 
Familiar Letters differs from previous H[DPSOHVRIWKHJHQUHVXFKDV-RKQ+LOO¶VThe 
<RXQJ6HFUHWDU\¶V Guide; or, A Speedy Help to Learning DQG*)*HQW¶VThe 
6HFUHWDU\¶V *XLGH (1705?), nRWLQJ WKDW µWKH NH\ WR WKH GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ
5LFKDUGVRQ¶VPDQXDODQGWKHVHRWKHUVLVWKHLUXVHRIKXPRXU¶.11 Pointing particularly 
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to Letter XXXIX, which provides DPRGHOIRUµ5LGLFXOLQJD URPDQWLFN5KDSsody in 
&RXUWVKLS¶ 0\HUV VXJJHVWV WKDW µ5LFKDUGVRQ¶V UHILQHPHQWV VLJQDO ZKDW ZLOO DOVR EH
remarkable in his epistolary novels, the deliberate integration of distinctive voices and 
situations with deep plumbing of cKDUDFWHU¶.12 More detailed analysis of stylistic 
features in the collection, especially those concerned with the representation of 
speech, will demonstrate just how WKHVHµGLVWLQFWLYHYRLFHV¶DQGDVHQVHRIµFKDUDFWHU¶
are created, and show that techniques for generating humour in the novels are also 
present, in different forms, in Familiar Letters. 
 
There are several exchanges in Familiar Letters which move beyond the model of a 
standard letter outlining a problem or request and its reply. One such takes place 
between Letters CLXI and CLXV, KHDGHGµ$GYLFHRIDQ$XQWWRD1LHFHLQUHODWLRQ
to her Conduct in the Addresses made her by Two Gentlemen; one a gay, fluttering 
Military Coxcomb, the other a Man of Sense DQG +RQRXU¶ (Early Works, p. 000). 
After an opening letter from the aunt desiring her QLHFH/\GLD¶Vopinion of the two 
men, the latter JLYHV DQ DFFRXQW RI KHU µVHQVLEOH /RYHU¶ 0U 5XVKIRUG RYHU WZR
OHWWHUV,QWKHILUVWVKHDGPLWVWKDWVKHILQGVKLPµDYHU\YDOXDEOH*HQWOHPDQ¶EXWQRWHV
that KHLVµRYHU-nice SometimeVDVWRWKH&RPSDQ\,VHH¶ DQGWKDWKHµJLYHVKLPVHOI
wonderful grave Airs DOUHDG\¶ (Early Works, p. 000). The second letter elaborates on 
these airs, with a lively description of one of his visits: 
 
He comes last Thursday with great Formality, and calls himself my humble 
Servant; and I saw he was pleased to be displeased at something, and so 
ORRN¶GDVJUDYHDVKHRQO\ERZLQJP\+HDGDQGIROORZLQJP\:RUNIRU
I was hemming a Handkerchief. You are very busy, Madam --- Yes, Sir ---- 
 5 
Perhaps I break in upon you ---- Not much, Sir ---- I am sorry if I do at all, 
Madam ---- You see I am pursuing my Work, as I was before you came. --
-- I do, Madam! --- very gravely, said he, --- But I have known it 
otherwise, when Somebody else has been here ---- Very likely, Sir! --- But 
then I did as I pleased --- so I do now --- and who shall controul me? ---- I 
EHJ SDUGRQ 0DGDP EXW ¶WLV P\ 9DOXH IRU \RX ---- That makes you 
troublesome, said I, interrupting him. ----- I am sorry for it, Madam! ---- 
Your humble Servant. ---- Yours, Sir. --- So away he went. (Early Works, 
p. 000) 
 
7KHZD\LQZKLFKWKLVFRQYHUVDWLRQLVUHSUHVHQWHGZLWK0U5XVKIRUG¶VGLUHFWVSHHFK
LQLWDOLFVDQG/\GLD¶VLQURPDQfont, and the dashes between them, gives a strong sense 
QRWRQO\RIWKHORYHU¶VJUDYHDZNZDUGQHVVEXWDOVRof /\GLD¶VVSLULWHGTXLFN-witted 
defiance. She even interrupts one of his ponderous utterances to turn his justification 
for his jealousy against him. The relative lack of speech tags creates a directness and 
spontaneity which also hints at the humour that Myers has observed in the collection 
DVDZKROHHVSHFLDOO\LQWKHILQDOWUXQFDWHGµYour humble Servant ---- Yours, Sir --- So 
DZD\KHZHQW¶ 
 
/\GLD¶VDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVKHUJUDYHO\VHULRXVORYHUFDQbe compared with that of Anna 
Howe towards Mr Hickman in Clarissa: or, The History of a Young Lady. In Letter 
XXVII of Volume II, Anna gives a report to Clarissa of one of her awkward suitor¶V
visits, which begins with him stroking his ruffles: 
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 I could most freely have ruffled him for it. ± As it was ± Sir ± saw you 
not some one of the servants? ± Could not one of them have come in 
before you? 
 +HEHJJ¶GSDUGRQ/RRNHGDV LIKHNQHZQRWZKHWKHUKHKDGEHVWNHHS
his ground, or withdraw. ± Till, my mamma. Why, Nancy, we are not upon 
particulars. ± Pray, Mr. Hickman, sit down. 
 By your le-ave, good madam, to me. ± You know his drawl, when his 
muscles give him the respectful hesitation ±  
 Ay, ay, pray sit down, honest man, if you are weary! ± But by my 
mamma, if you please. I desire my hoop may have its full circumference. 
$OO WKH\¶UHJRRGIRU WKDW ,NQRZLV WRFOHDQGLUW\VKRHVDQGWRNHHSLOO-
PDQQHU¶GIHOORZVDWDGLVWDQFH 
 6WUDQJHJLUOFU\¶GP\PDPPDGLVSOHDVHG>«@II.xxvii.159) 
 
Again the way in which Anna represents her own and KHUVXLWRU¶VVSHHFKKHUHFDSWXUHV
her mocking attitude towards him, as well as her lively quick-wittedness. The 
integration of direct speech in her narrative, often without any attributing clause, 
creates humour, with the speed of her responses contrasting with the ponderousness 
GUDZORI+LFNPDQ¶VVSHHFK, who seems as awkward in this exchange as Mr Rushford 
ZKHQ YLVLWLQJ /\GLD ,Q WKLV FDVH WKHUH LV RI FRXUVH D WKLUG VSHDNHU $QQD¶V PRWKHU
ZKRWDNHVWKHVXLWRU¶VVLGH$VSrevious letters have established him as her favourite, 
WKH UHDGHU FDQ MXGJH WKDW $QQD¶V EHKDYLRXU KHUH DQG KHU VDWLULFDO WRQH LV DLPHG DV
much against her mother as the unfortunate Hickman (for whom she elsewhere 
grudgingly acknowledges her esteem).  
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The representation of speech is also central in creating an impression of character in 
Letter XXXIII of Familiar Letters: µ$ IDFHWLRXV\RXQJ /DG\ WRKHU$XQW ULGLFXOLQJ
KHUVHULRXV/RYHU¶+DYLQJWKDQNHGKHUDXQWIRUµUHFRPPHQGLQJ0ULeadbeater to me 
for a HXVEDQG¶WKHQLHFHDGGVµ%XW,PXVWEHVRIUHHDVWRWHOO\RXKHLVD0DQQRZD\ 
VXLWHGWRP\,QFOLQDWLRQ¶ (Early Works, p. 000). Her satirical account of the first visit 
RIWKLVµhonest Man¶FODULILHVKHUIHHOLQJV 
 
>«@$IWHUKHKDGSUHWW\ZHOOUXEEHG+HDWLQWRKLV+DQGVKHVWRRGXSZLWK
his Back to the Fire, and with his Hand behind him, held up his Coat, that he 
might be warm all over; and looking about him, asked with the Tranquillity 
of a Man a Twelve-month married, and just come off a Journey, How all 
Friends did in the Country? I said, I hoped, very well; but would be glad to 
warm my Fingers. Cry Mercy, Madam! --- And then he shuffled a little 
further from the Fire, and after two or three Hems, and a long Pause ---- 
 I have heard, said he, a most excellent Sermon just now: Dr. Thomas is a 
fine Man truly: Did you HYHUKHDUKLP0DGDP">«@ (Early Works, p. 000) 
 
Again the awkwardness of the prospective lover is indicated by his hesitant style of 
speech, and the gravity of his topic when he does embark upon it is a further mark in 
KLVGLVIDYRXU7KHQLHFH¶VVDWLULFDODWWLWXGHWRZDUGV0U/HDGEHDWHULVVLPLODUWRWKDWRI
Lydia towards Mr Rushford, and indeed to that of Anna Howe towards Mr Hickman. 
In this case it is not just the way that his direct speech is represented which conveys 
KHUPRFNHU\KRZHYHU+HUVXLWRU¶VµDVN>LQJ@ZLWKWKH7UDQTXLOOLW\RID0DQD7ZHOYH-
month married, and just come off a Journey, +RZ DOO )ULHQGV GLG LQ WKH &RXQWU\"¶ 
starts as indirect speHFKIURPWKHUHSRUWLQJQLHFH¶VSHUVSHFWLYHEHIRUHVXJJHVWLQJZLWK
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WKH FDSLWDOL]DWLRQ RI µ+RZ¶ DQG WKH TXHVWLRQ PDUN DIWHU µ&RXQWU\¶ D IODYRXU RI 0U
/HDGEHDWHU¶V DFWXDO ZRUGV DQG LQWRQDWLRQ 7KLV LV LQ RWKHU ZRUGV D VQLSSHW RI IUHH
indirect speech, the style which is often said to reach its apotheosis early in the 
nineteenth century, in the novels of Jane Austen. Its hallmark is the mixture of 
perspectives (reporter and speaker) which allows for a variety of attitudes to be taken 
towards the spoken words and the person speaking them. Later in the same letter the 
style appears briefly again when Mr Leadbeater comes to take his leave: 
 
>«@ KH SUHVV¶G P\ +DQG ORRN¶G IULJKWIXOO\ NLQG DQG JDYH PH WR
understand as a Mark of his Favour, that if, upon further Conversation, and 
Inquiry into my Character, he should happen to like me as well as he did 
from my Behaviour and Person; why, truly, I need not fear, in time, being 
blessed with him for my Husband! (Early Works, p. 000) 
 
Here again what starts as indirect VSHHFKZLWKWKHFRQYROXWHGFODXVHVIROORZLQJµJDYH
PHWRXQGHUVWDQG¶LQGLFDWLQJWKHWHGLRXVSRPSRVLW\RIWKHVSHDNHUPRGXODWHVDIWHUWKH
semi-colon into a more direct style, ZLWK WKH H[SUHVVLRQ µZK\ WUXO\¶ DQG WKH ILQDO
exclamation mark allowing more of DIODYRXURI0U/HDGEHDWHU¶VDFWXDOVSHHFK$JDLQ
this snippet of free indirect speech enables the reporting niece to mix her own 
SHUVSHFWLYHZLWKWKHUHSRUWHGVSHDNHU¶VYRLFHDQGDGGDPRFNLQJVODQWWRKHUVXLWRU¶V
words. 
 
The dismissive attitudes of the female characters discussed so far towards their lovers 
are nothing however to WKDWRI5LFKDUGVRQ¶VPRVW µIDFHWLRXV¶ OHWWHU-writer: Charlotte 
Grandison. As the newly-married Lady Grandison, Charlotte writes a succession of 
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letters to Harriet Byron in Volume IV of The History of Sir Charles Grandison, 
detailing with her characteristically lively wit the travails of married life with Lord G. 
In Letter XXXVII IRU H[DPSOH VKH UHSRUWV WKDW µZe live very whimsically, in the 
main: Not above four quarrels, however, and as many PRUH FKLGLQJV LQ D GD\¶
(IV.xxxvii. EHIRUH UHYHDOLQJ WKDW µwe have had a serious falling-out, and it still 
VXEVLVWV¶IV.xxxvii.257). The cause is a dispute RYHUWKHIDFWWKDWµZHKDYHQRWPDGH
our appearance at court¶ VKH EHLQJ µIHUYHQW DJDLQVW LW¶ SDUWO\ GXH WR KHU EURWKHU¶V 
DEVHQFHDEURDG/RUG*¶VDUJXPHQW is given in a mixture of her and his words: µ,ZDV
the only woman of condition, in England, who would be against it¶ IV.xxxvii.257). 
This looks like direct speech, especially with the presence of quotation marks, yet the 
SHUVRQDQGWHQVHKDYHEHHQVKLIWHGIURPZKDW/RUG*ZRXOGDFWXDOO\KDYHVDLGµ<RX
DUHWKHRQO\ZRPDQRIFRQGLWLRQ>«@¶7KLVLVLQRWKHUZRUGVDQRWKHUH[DPSOHRIIUHH
indirect sSHHFK ZLWK WKH FRPELQDWLRQ RI UHSRUWHU¶V DQG VSHDNHU¶V YRLFHV DJDLQ
DOORZLQJ/DG\*WRDGGKHURZQDQJOHWRKHUKXVEDQG¶VZRUGV   
 
After the night has passed RII µZLWKSUD\LQJVKRSLQJVDQGD OLWWOHmutteration¶ their 
dispute resumes: 
 
The entreaty was renewed in the morning; but no! ± µ, ZDV DVKDPHG RI
KLP¶KHVDLG,DVNHGKLP,IKHUHDOO\WKRXJKWVR"± µ+Hshould think so, if 
,UHIXVHGKLP¶+HDYHQIRUELGP\/RUGWKDW,ZKRFRQWHQGIRUWKHOLEHUW\
of acting, should hinder you from the liberty of thinking! Only one piece 
RIDGYLFHKRQHVW IULHQGVDLG ,'RQ¶W LPDgine the worst against yourself 
>«@ (IV.xxxvii.258)   
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+HUH IUHH LQGLUHFW VSHHFK HPHUJHV PRUH IXOO\ LQ &KDUORWWH¶V UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI KHU
KXVEDQG¶VZRUGVZLWKµ³,ZDVDVKDPHGRIKLP´¶DQGµ³+Hshould think so if I refused 
KLP´¶HDFK H[KLELWLQJWKHVZLWFKHVRISHUVRQDQGWHQVHQRWHGDERYHFRPSDUHµ<RXDUH
DVKDPHG RI PH¶ DQG µ, VKDOO WKLQN VR LI \RX UHIXVH PH¶ The style again captures 
&KDUORWWH¶V satirical perspective, presenting Lord G. as under the sway of his 
domineering wife, even in the way his speech is represented. Her words, in contrast, 
are given here in forceful direct speech.  
 
In each of his novels, especially Grandison, Richardson develops stylistic techniques 
which demonstrate and expand the expressive possibilities of the letter and its capacity 
for creating voices, attitudes and character. His skills as an epistolary stylist are 
perhaps sometimes lost in appreciation of other aspects of his handling of the letter 
form. One way of recuperating them would be to go back to the model letters which he 
was composing at the time of writing Pamela, which display glimpses, albeit 
sometimes brief and tantalizing, of the innovative playfulness and experimentation 
with style which were to characterize his greatest achievements.          
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